'My hands are plunged in oranges'...: an experiential account of a working process by Roche, Jennifer
This is the author’s version of a work that was submitted/accepted for pub-
lication in the following source:
Roche, Jennifer (2007) “My hands are plunged in oranges”. . . : an expe-
riential account of a working process. In Cordova, Sarah Davies (Ed.)
Proceedings of the Society of Dance History Scholars Thirtieth Annual
Conference, Society of Dance History Scholars (SDHS), Paris, France.
This file was downloaded from: http://eprints.qut.edu.au/76328/
c© Copyright 2007 [please consult the author]
Notice: Changes introduced as a result of publishing processes such as
copy-editing and formatting may not be reflected in this document. For a
definitive version of this work, please refer to the published source:





This presentation incorporated the live performance throughout, by the author, of movement from “The All 
Weather Project” by Liz Roche. Movement sections are indicated by italics.  
 
“I am going to start by dancing for you… 
 
Movement:  Live performance of solo approximately 10 minutes in duration 
 
This is the introduction…. … 
Through my PhD research, I am examining the choreographic process from the perspective of the 
independent contemporary dancer, through embodying this role as a researcher/participant. My 
methodological frameworks, which utilise video documentation and journal writing, could be characterised as 
ethnographic, multi-modal embodied theorising, leading to “multi-dimensional theorising” (I adopt this term 
from Susan Melrose). In this way, I am unwinding the embodied practice of dancing, through the co-existent 
layers of experience, towards forming a theoretical understanding of the issues that arise for the dancer. The 
issues that I have identified as relevant to my research are those relating to the dancer’s ‘moving identity’ or 
way of moving, as a mutable and adaptable form that must alter and re-adjust to each different choreographic 
engram or movement vocabulary, that she/he encounters. I am examining this interplay between stability and 
change. I also reflect on the impact of destabilisation and flux on the dancer’s identity in a wider sense, as 
she/he relates outwardly to signifying factors within the social strata. Today I am going to bring you through a 
reflection on the working process of a dance piece as experienced from the inside. By doing so, I hope to 
capture and elucidate the multi-dimensional layers which existed for me within this process. Through 
displaying these fragments together, I endeavour to invoke the ‘totality’ of the experience.   
Throughout my research, I am also working as a dancer and often, with Rex Levitates Dance 
Company, Dublin, that I co-direct with my sister, Liz Roche and it is the creative process of one of her pieces 
that I wish to discuss here today. In my research I am exploring what it means to be a part of the creative 
unfolding of another artist, to be both a live self-aware participant in the choreographic process, and the 
material through which the choreography is realised and the dance formed.   
Movement: Floor sequence  
Therefore, when I discuss this work, I do so with the understanding that I am dealing only with an aspect of 
the process, which would not convey the whole truth for the choreographer who created it or indeed for the 
audience who witnessed it. What I am discussing is the interface between myself and the unfolding 
choreographic schema and the nuances of our exchange.  
 




My research questions 
 
Please bear with me, as I read this passage from André Lepecki (2006): 
 
And if the theological stage hosts choreography, an art that had to mute the body in order to fully 
become autonomous, then it is the dancer’s body’s expressivity that has to be muted becoming 
nothing more than a faithful executor of the designs of the absent, remote, perhaps dead, yet haunting 
power of the master’s will.  
             Lepecki, 2006:54 
       
Movement: Phrase C: swish step into leg arm, jump back, ending in diagonal forward, left arm in front 
 
This passage haunts me at the moment in my practice as a dancer. Is this always the case? Does all 
choreography mute the dancer’s body’s expressivity? Is the role itself inherently a subservient and passive 
one? My research is concerned with the identity crisis that may arise when the dancer moves from one process 
to the next, how she/he balances and resolves the multiple embodiments inherent to her/his profession. I am 
aware of the ways in which choreography can impose itself on the dancer, how it can colonise the body as an 
alien schema. Or as Lepecki (2006:63) calls it, “a haunting machine, a body snatcher”. However, the All 
Weather Project doesn’t quite feel like that.  
Movement: Phrase D: fall to left steps demi-point forward. Ends side bend fall 
 
The All Weather Project takes place in a specifically constructed garden. In the first instance, in 2006, 
the setting was the financial services centre in Dublin’s Docklands area and last Saturday it was performed in 
the courtyard of the Irish Cultural Centre in Paris on rue des Irlandais near Panthéon. The piece is comprised 
of a series of solos which are constructed over a two-week period through the refinement and organisation of 
the memories and associations of the dancers. This work is particularly interesting to me in relation to my 
research, as it adopts a number of approaches within a simple choreographic structure, in order to create an 
original solo for each of the five dancers.  
Liz Roche wrote about her starting point for the process:  
 
“In the making of this project I employed an entirely different approach than usual to the generation 
of the choreography. I sent the five performers a questionnaire that I had compiled for the purpose of 
gathering their individual personal responses to the material I was working with. I asked that on the 
first day of rehearsals they would attend with these questions answered”. 
 
The Questionnaire:  
Please bring: 
1. 2 songs or pieces of music (not classical) that you feel are inspired by nature, summer, gardens, that 
you resonate with. 
2. Put in writing: 
1. What worries you personally about what is happening to the environment and ecology?  
2. What comforts you personally about what is happening in the environment and ecology? (Please 
refer to the natural world and not humans) 
3. Describe in the form of a short story a memory you have of yourself being affected physically or 
mentally by the natural world – a memory in which you have experienced the force of nature 
(positive or negative). In addition please note:  
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a) What you were wearing in the memory 
b) How old you were 
c) The lasting affect of the memory in your life now 
4. At least two verses or stanzas of a poem that inspires a connection to nature for you. 
  
Movement: Phrase E(a): reach side, side on centre up until pulling the lower leg up.  
Movement: Phrase E (b): step back, pearly queen into jump 
 
In The All-Weather Project, to build the solos, we started by learning five phrases of movement, with 
the instruction to arrange the order of how they appear in sequence, construct moments of transition between 
the phrases and to set the dynamic and quality of each phrase. Although the movement was uniform, we were 
asked to embody it in an individualistic way. So that it makes sense to us, so that it feels comfortable. I 
discussed what this means with Liz. It is not setting a particular way of dancing it, but rather, it is being open 
to re-discovering it anew each time. To being engrossed in the sensation of what is happening in the body. 
What is the difference between showing and doing? In rehearsals, I show her my ordering of the 
sequences, my body displays the structure, without thought for the layers of dynamic or quality. To me, this 
movement is an abstract structure that can be displayed and discussed objectively, something that is initially 
external to my body, to quote N. Katherine Hayles (1999:199) “an inscription that functions as if it were 
independent of any particular instantiation”. However, Liz can’t see whether it works until I embody it, 
discover and inhabit it, thus the inscription must become an “incorporating practice” which “cannot be 
separated from its embodied medium, for it exists as such only when it is instantiated in…a particular kind of 
gesture” (Hayles, 1999: 198).   
Although the movement phrase exists as specific information to be passed from one body to the next, 
it manifests differently in each body and this difference is encouraged within the process. Lepecki (2006) 
writes of the ‘difference revealed at the core of repetition’ and how: 
Every time a different body brings to the same piece of dance unconscious variations on emphasis 
and uncontrollable micromarks of individualities, we witness a moment in which that “intractable” 
identification of dancer and dance is fundamentally subverted.   
          Lepecki, 2006: 62 
 
That, which is also revealed through the different arrangements of the same material by each dancer, is 
perhaps the ‘moving identity’ of the dancer. It is something that reads almost as a sub-text to what is visually 
perceived; is it the background?  
Each solo has a similar structure. The dancer enters the space and says “I am going to start by dancing 
for you”. She/he then dances a given phrase of movement at the same time as the chosen song. When this is 
finished, the dancer relates her/his story which is accompanied by movement. She/he then says “and I like this 
space over here” and points to a space on the platform. Finally she/he dances echoes from the given phrase 
while reciting a poem or story.  
In the All Weather project, we worked with stories, orations of our memories of nature, moments 
when we were aware of the presence of nature around us. We tell the story of this moment in simple language, 
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with attention to the detail of what we are wearing, how our bodies are responding in the moment and we tell 
all of this in the present tense. This was my story: 
Movement: spoken with accompanying movements: 
 
I am moving outside in a garden and it starts to rain. I am wearing a very cheap Dunnes Stores 
windcheater, olive green and the rain starts to hammer away, dripping down the back of my neck into 
all the nooks and crannies revealed through the cheap stitching. It feels unstoppable, eroding me. 
Now, I realise that I am standing still through all this weather that is happening around me. I dig 
down into the earth to stabilise myself. I pretend to be a rock against the persistent flow of water. I 
endure….it was intense.   
 
This is an instantiated moment, an embodied memory that reveals itself through the simplicity of the 
phenomena that arise in these short moments. My life is made up of millions of these moments, which merge 
into the story I weave myself about myself.   
But both the unified story and the coherent self are myths of identity. For there is no coherent “self” 
that predates stories about identity, about “who” one is. Nor is there a unified, stable immutable self 
that can remember everything that has happened in the past. We are always fragmented in time, 
taking a particular or provisional perspective on the moving target of our pasts, addressing multiple 
and disparate audiences. Perhaps, then, it is more helpful to approach autobiographical telling as a 
performative act.  
          Smith & Watson, 2001:47 
 
Thus, this story is wholly true and at the same time, not-true, as it can never capture fully the moment 
objectively. Through the telling of the story of this moment however, I offer so much more than a “myth of 
identity”, I offer the sense of how I perceive myself in the world. Hayles (1999) writes, 
 
Information, like humanity, cannot exist apart from the embodiment that brings it into being as a 
material entity in the world; and embodiment is always instantiated, local and specific.  
                                     Hayles, 1999: 49 
 
Therefore, although I am engaged in this particular process, there is a leakage of my own narrative, my own 
meaning, operating behind the scenes. This narrative incorporates my location, my gender, my life script and 
all the other unconscious configurations and inconsistencies that compiled together create an experience of 
self. This process triggers these elements in the following way:   
The movements that accompany this text have their own origins. I had a memory of a conversation 
with American dance artist Lisa Nelson in Limerick University on a smoke break from one of her teaching 
sessions. She was examining a climbing plant that had attached itself vein-like up a wall. She said something 
about the subtlety of the plant’s nervous system, how sensitive it must be. This exchange came back to me 
during the process and I saw my connection with nature as related to the nature in me and that if nature on a 
wider level had been damaged or compromised, that this was also reflected in my own body. Therefore I 
sought to work within the area of balancing and maintaining balance. When I started this process in 2006, I 
was recovering from a serious illness and so I traced these places of concern in my body, the places that I 
wished to re-align. I move from the pituitary gland to the thyroid and then to the heart, liver and spleen. The 
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kidneys into the adrenals (I push into them when I say “I dig down into the earth to stabilise myself”). Why 
not use this opportunity to heal myself?  
Dancing in the gardens in Dublin and Paris, we were surrounded by living plants that gave the 
performance space its structure. Everything was alive and supported us in a completely different way to a 
studio or indeed a theatre. Your feet feel different dancing on grass…. 
This constructed garden created a space to interplay between artifice and reality. The grass is living 
and real, yet it rests on a constructed platform. Our solos are lived for real and also performed, perhaps there is 
no inside or outside, real or artificial. It is just the interplay between layers of the experiential. The poem that I 
brought to the process was not strictly a poem, but some prose, written by Mexican artist Frida Kahlo. This is 
what it means to me… 
There is a constant tension in my life between what I am focusing on and what I am shutting out in 
order to focus. I have always had to suppress so much in order to perform, the lights, the audience, the 
uncomfortable floor, the mobile phone that goes off in the theatre. I think I am trying to retrieve all of these 
moments now, “what was happening in the background?” That’s what fascinates me. When we rehearsed the 
All Weather Project in the Irish College, some Irish students were drinking out in the garden. They were quiet 
enough when I danced, but when Arnau begin his solo, they seemed to become uncomfortable to see a man 
dancing. They had to leave, what is in this background?  
Abstract non-narrative contemporary dance still holds a contested space in the Arts in Ireland. Perhaps 
the representation of unconscious modes of meaning, symbolic and metaphoric messages which rely on the 
body itself as a communicative tool, challenges the literary logo-centrism of how we Irish chose to represent 
ourselves.  
In the promotional literature for the celebration of Dublin as European City of Culture in 1991, the 
city was presented predominantly as one of masculine literary modernism.  
      Nash, 1997: 119 
 
Oh yes! And we’re in the Irish College in Paris, where they have been training male priests since 1578 and 
now celebrate Beckett and Joyce. This is often the background that I have to suppress in Ireland, this general 
discomfort with the body moving without words, when the body starts to speak its own language. Well, I 
chose Frida Kahlo’s words, words that she had written to her husband Diego Rivera. I chose them because 
when I read those words years ago, I couldn’t understand how she could feel this sense of nature in her body 
so deeply. I had shut out so much feeling in my body to be able to dance. From my training as a ballet dancer 
from the age of nine, to my years of dancing for other people, balancing discipline and control with the desire 
for freedom through movement. But there is no being ‘here’ without the body. 
Movement: next passage spoken with accompanying movement  
 
The vegetal miracle of my body’s landscape is in you the whole of nature. I traverse it in a flight that 
with my fingers caresses the round hills, the …..valleys, longing for possession and the embrace of 
the soft green fresh branches covers me…….our words have never gone outside. Only a mountain 
knows the insides of another mountain. At times your presence floats continuously as if wrapping all 
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my being in an anxious wait for morning. And I notice I am with you. In this moment, still full of 
sensations, my hands are plunged in oranges, and my body feels surrounded by you.  
Kahlo in Herrara, 1983: 374 
                            
And I wrote this in my journal during the process 
I can no longer stand the body’s leakage- its biological reality. It has moved from metaphor to flesh 
and this expansion outwards can no longer be contained.  
I cannot contain it in these movements. My need is for restriction/structure/definition for there is no 
real solid structure anywhere to be found. I come up against the boundaries of my biology, my 
gender, my culture – yet nothing holds fast or solid as I can perceive it, therefore I am beyond it. 
This exercise in dancing for others is an exercise in finding containment.  
Movement: Phrase B: My phrase up until corner 
 
The All Weather Project invites the performer to deepen her/his sensation within the movement, 
through connecting to the specifically created ‘organic’ setting. There are no harsh theatre lights to negotiate, 
nor flat smooth dance floor to treat as earth and no fourth wall as front. The body, in this setting can perhaps 
feel its aliveness more acutely. For me, it is more possible to bring my attention into the moment, to notice the 
detail and stay with it, to move away from an idea of executing pre-formed movements, into discovering the 
movements as they unfold.  And finally, I will try to bring you with me into this memory.  
Movement: next passage said with accompanying movement  
 
I am lying on the grass. I am lowering my legs slowly. My body feels heavy into the soft ground. I look 
forward at the audience; I can feel them all around me. I am opening my arm to the right and laying 
my head into the palm of my left hand. I can smell the grass and the earth now, underneath me. I see 
four guys out of my right eye. They are Parisian dancers; I wonder what they are thinking. I run my 
arm along the grass, tracing my fingers through the soft brush and I think, “I’m only going to have 
one chance to do this”.  
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